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Aisha Gharaibeh, 1 Sahil Koppikar, 2 Francisco J. Bonilla-Escobar. 3 Observational studies are the foundation of all biomedical and clinical research. 1 While clinical trials and meta-analyses offer the highest levels of evidence and are therefore considered the gold standards of human research, experimental studies would be hardly possible without any evidence from the hypothesis-generating observational studies. It is by the help of well-conducted epidemiological studies that scientists can inform public health decisions and clinical practice guidelines.
Nevertheless, observational epidemiological studies are not always conducted by expert epidemiologists. In such cases, fundamental deficiencies in reporting have been identified. 2 Conflicting results from epidemiological studies on the risks of common daily products, such as the use of coffee, hair dyes, or hormones, are frequently and eagerly reported in the popular press, providing a constant source of anxiety and confusion to the public. This raises the need for guidelines on reporting such studies as medical journal editors might face problems upon reviewing these papers.
In the last few years, the STROBE checklist has been used frequently to analyze the reporting quality of published studies. 3 This ensured that each section of the paper included the relevant items that would allow other researchers to reproduce, compare and analyze the information presented, such as the background and objectives in the Introduction section; study and sampling design, setting, participants, variables, data sources, bias, study size, quantitative variables and statistical analysis in the Methods section; participants and descriptive information, outcome data, main results and additional analysis in the Results section; and, finally, key results, limitations and generalizability in the Discussion section. 1 In September 2004, a meeting was held in the United Kingdom to identify and create common guidelines that could be used internationally for publication of observational studies. Experts in various fields attended this meeting, including epidemiologists, methodologists, statisticians, and editorial staff from the Annals of Internal Medicine, British Medical Journal (BMJ), Bulletin of the World Health Organization, International Journal of Epidemiology and the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). They identified the most important items to be included in a checklist for each type of study and the strategy for disseminating this information, referred to as the STROBE (STrengthening the Reporting of OBservational studies in Epidemiology) Statement. In October 2007, the STROBE statement, a 22-item checklist, was published in a number of journals. These items should be addressed in all articles that are reporting cross-sectional, case-control or cohort studies. The aim of the statement is to provide guidance on reporting observational studies in a consistent and thorough manner that can be easily reproduced. 1 While clarity of reporting is a prerequisite to evaluation, the checklist should not be regarded as an instrument to evaluate the quality of observational research. Good reporting does not necessarily translate into quality research. The importance of good reporting is that others-readers, fellow scientists, reviewers and editors-can form an informed opinion on whether the research was appropriate and what aspects might need more scrutiny.
Since its inception, additional efforts have been taken by the STROBE Group to promote the STROBE guidelines by creating a number of extensions or additional statements similar to the first set of guidelines, such as:
• Strengthening the Reporting of Molecular Epidemiology for Infectious Diseases (STROME-ID). 4 • REporting of studies Conducted using Observational Routinely collected Data (RECORD).
5
• STrengthening the Reporting of OBservational studies in Epidemiology: Molecular Epidemiology (STROBE-ME). It used 9 existing items of the STROBE Statement and provides 17 additional items related to molecular epidemiology. The IJMS Editorial Team is aware of this statement and the authors are requested to always follow the guidelines to improve the way that observational studies are reported. Furthermore, this helps achieve one of the main objectives of the IJMS, that is, to teach young scientists how to conduct transparent studies and to promote ethical and professional research among young professionals for scientific advancement.
